
Key Definitions: 
Food deserts 
Areas where people have limited access to 
a variety of healthy, affordable foods within 
a realistic distance of the community 1 

 Food swamps 
Areas with a high-density of establishments 
selling high-calorie foods relative to 
available healthier food options 6 

Policy Brief 
Reimagine Food Swamps & Food Deserts for Seattle City Council 

By: Victoria Gersch  

The Issue 
Food deserts and food swamps are drivers of chronic 
disease.  

Food accessibility is a significant public health issue with ramifications 
on the health of communities across the U.S.1 Lack of access to healthy 
foods causes health problems including: nutritional deficiencies, 
diabetes, hypertension, hyperlipidemia, and depression. In 2019, 
10.5% of households were food insecure and 13.5% of households with 
children were food insecure.2 

Numerous studies have focused on food deserts as a driver of chronic 
disease. Factors associated with food deserts include: income, race, and 
geographic location with strongest correlations along residentially 
segregated communities.1,3 Studies found that wealthier areas have 
three times as many grocery stores as low-income areas, and that 
white neighborhoods contain, on average, four times as many 
supermarkets as predominantly black ones. 4,5  

2.3 million Americans live more than one mile away 
from a supermarket and do not own a car.1

df 

Individual food decisions are limited by: 
accessibility of stores, options available to 

them, and what they can afford.  
-------------------------------------------------------- 
Food deserts are frequently accompanied 
by food swamps, meaning communities 

have less access to healthy foods and 
more access to  cheap, unhealthy foods. 

This has significant long term 
consequences.  

-------------------------------------------------------- 
Reduced access to healthy foods is a 

driver for the higher rates of obesity, type 
2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and 

other diet-related conditions, 
disproportionately seen in racial minority 

and low-income populations.7 

Figure 1- Map of percent of households with no car and low access to stores in 2015 6

Addressing the Issue 
Policy makers need to address all of 

these factors in order to improve 
availability of accessible, affordable 

healthy foods which will subsequently 
address the health disparities that 
burden low-income, racial minority 

communities as a result of food 
insecurity.



Policy Options  
1. Increase Access to Healthy Foods in 
Food Deserts  

We can address availability and accessibility of 
healthy foods by subsidizing community farmers 
markets and funding programs like the National 
Healthy Food Financing Initiative.8 This helps new, 
healthy food retailers build in low-access areas and 
helps old retailers refurbish and stock healthier 
food alternatives.  

STRENGTHS 

• Brings healthy food to food deserts by supporting 
existing retailers or helping new ones get off the 
ground 8 

• Help retailers overcome high costs and initial 
barriers to improving access in low-access areas 9 

• Fosters environment where healthy choices are 
easy and affordable 

• Help create jobs and stimulate local economies 10 

BARRIERS 

• Requires a lot of funding which may run out 
before reaching many communities 

• Maintaining these retailers requires continuous 
funding which may not be feasible long term 

2. Making Healthy Foods More Affordable 
through SNAP  

Benefit programs, like SNAP, work to alleviate food 
insecurity and improve nutrition by helping low 
income households purchase food, with an 
emphasis on healthy options.11  

STRENGTHS 

• Helps overcome financial barriers of purchasing 
healthy foods 

• Relieves the pressure on food banks, pantries, 
religious entities and other organizations who 
provide food across the country 

BARRIERS 

• Does not benefit communities without access to 
grocery markets or supermarkets  

• Not all retailers accept SNAP 

3. Community Gardens  

Community gardens are collaborative projects 
where community members share in the 
maintenance and products of a shared garden, 
including healthful and affordable fresh fruits and 
vegetables.12 

STRENGTHS 

• Community gardens increase access to, and 
consumption and availability of healthy foods 13 

• Supplemental to food banks, food vouchers, and 
school programs 14 

• Improve mental health and social cohesion and 
connections with the community, which can 
encourage individuals to adopt or maintain 
healthier lifestyles 15 

BARRIERS 

• Large undertaking to kick start, requires training 
of community leaders 

• Requires stable funding  

4. Addressing Food Swamps with Zoning 
Laws  

Zoning laws can regulate the number of high-
calorie retailers that are available and instead 
promote and incentivize healthy food retailers.16 

STRENGTHS 

• Reduce number of high-calorie/fast food 
establishments 

• Provide space for healthy food establishments 

BARRIERS 

• Difficulty for legislators to enact zoning laws 
• Cooperation between private and public sectors 
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Recommendations 
Develop Zoning Laws 

This will reduce the density of food swamps in 
low-income neighborhoods and open up land 
that can be repurposed for services that support 
healthy behaviors such as urban gardens, parks, 
and community health centers. This policy also 
reduces noise pollution from traffic that comes 
with high density fast food areas, improves the  
walkability of neighborhoods, and protects the 
local economy.16 

Expand SNAP benefits 

In conjunction with tighter zoning laws, we also 
recommend expanded SNAP benefits to 
increase access to nutritious foods. SNAP 
benefits address an upstream driver of food 
access: affordability of nutritious foods.  

LIMITATIONS OF ZONING LAWS 
Reducing food swamps cannot be the only 

action taken to improve the health of a 
community. This was demonstrated in a 2008, 

case study in South Los Angeles where the 
local City Council instituted a “Fast-Food-Ban'' 
to address the high rate of childhood obesity.18  

Follow-up changes in weight and diet were 
assessed 5 years after the ban, showing a 

continued disproportionate increase in obesity 
prevalence when compared to other regions. 

Furthermore, an increase in fast food 
consumption in the area where the ban was 

instituted was also seen.  

While the policy had limitations, it highlights the 
need for a multi-dimensional approach to 

changes in the built environment as a means of 
improving the local health of communities.

SNAP BENEFITS 
Programs such as the “Fresh Bucks” programs  
allow people using SNAP benefits to purchase 
foods at local farmers markets. A 2014 study 
among people using Fresh Bucks at farmers 

markets in Seattle found that 70% of 
respondents reported a “big difference” in the 

program's effect on their family’s dietary habits 
(Figure 11).19  

Call to action 
• Institute zoning laws that limit the number 

of fast-food establishments per 
neighborhood 17 

• Provide financial incentives for using open 
land properties in low-income 
neighborhoods as farmers markets 16 

• Expand SNAP program to incentivize 
buying from local farmers markets and 
expand the allotment of funds to be used 
in farmers markets 11 
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